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Chapter 1

A SIMPLE GUIDE?

Perhaps the title of this booklet is a little misleading since it uses the word “simple” in connection with prayer! There is a simplicity about prayer, because basically, it is just speaking to God, but there is a complexity about it as well. For example, the Bible tells us that “we know not what we should pray for as we ought” (Rom 8.26), indicating that there are circumstances in which we are at a loss to know how best to frame our requests. Like ourselves, the disciples were aware of being out of their depth and, on one occasion when the Lord had finished praying, one of them said, “Teach us to pray” (Lk 11.1). In the subsequent verses in what is commonly called The Lord’s Prayer, the Saviour outlined a framework that gives guidance about how to structure our prayers. He followed that by telling a parable and then giving teaching that would encourage us to be bold, persistent and expectant when we do speak to our Father. The point is though, the request of that disciple shows that we need to be taught to pray. 

A previous publication gave simple guidance for Bible study, and to complement that, this is an attempt to cover some of the Bible’s teaching about prayer. We will base this on the Bible’s teaching, and will deliberately avoid anecdotes from modern life such as remarkable answers to prayers that have been recorded in some interesting contemporary biographies. Doubtless, incorporating some of these stories would lighten the reading for you, but instead, I will just appeal to you to hang in there! 

In the Christian life, Bible reading and prayer are inseparable, for time spent alone in fellowship with God is a strong foundation for our spiritual lives. His Word is the means by which He communicates to us, and even as we read we can respond to Him in prayer as He provides encouragement, or issues a command, or gives an exhortation. Sometimes what we read makes an impression, or brings conviction to our hearts that makes us want to respond, and so we speak to our Father. As we read, He speaks to us, and as we pray, we speak to Him and thus the link of communion is forged. 

Undoubtedly, there is something puzzling about prayer. We know from the Word that we are petitioning a God Who “worketh all things after the counsel of his own will” (Eph 1.11), and so we refer to Him as being sovereign. “Who hath been his counsellor?” (Rom 11.34). He does not need advisors, He cannot be influenced, and His purpose is fixed. Does that mean that if what He has decreed is rigid, it is pointless to appeal to Him? No, that would be a false perception. 

Scripture does tell us that “The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much” (Jas 5.16), and Elijah is cited as an example of that. So the Word of God encourages us to see great value in prayer: and to believe that God does answer prayer; “Call unto me, and I will answer thee, and shew thee great and mighty things, which thou knowest not” (Jer 33.3). I repeat; there is something unfathomable about that, but it seems to indicate that God’s sovereign decrees factor in the prayers of His believing people, and thus there is the invitation to “come boldly unto the throne of grace” (Heb 4.16). In fact, it is not merely an invitation; it is a summons, a command in Scripture: “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess 5.17). Are we obeying that command? 

Be sure about this, prayer does help: “Ye also helping together by prayer for us” (2 Cor 1.11). “This shall turn to my salvation through your prayer, and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ” (Phil 1:19). Paul believed that while God was superintending his circumstances, the prayers of His people were a considerable factor in each new development. An old saying is that “prayer moves the hand that moves the universe”. Or again, “prayer is the slender nerve that moves the muscles of omnipotence”. So then, while we may not understand the relationship between God’s firm intentions and our earnest pleas, the Scriptures never suggest that we should be preoccupied with that enigma. What should challenge us is this; there are multiple Bible passages in which the command to pray is unmistakeable and uncompromising. So whether we understand the complexities of prayer or not, we are under obligation to pray. 

James Montgomery wrote a delightful hymn about prayer, but two lines will be sufficient here. 

Prayer is the Christian’s vital breath,

The Christian’s native air.

The poet was inferring that, for the believer, praying should be as natural as breathing, and that we ought to be living in the very atmosphere of prayer. J.C. Ryle wrote that “prayer is to faith what breath is to life”. It is illustrated in the conversion story of Saul of Tarsus, the Apostle Paul. No sooner was he saved, than it was said of him, “Behold, he prayeth” (Acts 9.11). This seemed to be the spontaneous outcome of having been born again; the new child in the family of God was now speaking to his Father. 

Having said that, most of us would acknowledge that the time that we spend in prayer is often limited, our commitment to it is half-hearted, and it is only in an emergency that we become really earnest and persistent in praying. We may hear regular sermons and read various books on the topic of prayer and yet somehow, we are all aware that a deficient prayer-life is far too common. So, as this little publication goes out, if it can help just a few of you to develop a scripturally-motivated and scripturally-based prayer life, then it will have hit the target. 

 


Chapter 2

HOW PRAYER BEGAN

The First Prayers

What Adam and Cain said to God could hardly be described as prayer! In fact, when God took issue with them, they were both rather insolent in their responses. A general statement is made about the first prayers in Genesis 4.26 when Adam’s grandson Enos was born: “Then began men to call upon the name of the Lord”. The baby’s name means ‘ frail mortal man’, so it was when men began to realise just how frail and vulnerable they were, then they began to look heavenward and ask for assistance. This incident at the dawn of history teaches us that prayer is an acknowledgement of our own weakness and an admission of our dependence on God. 

This is a crucial lesson. Do you feel self-reliant, able to cope, impregnable, resourceful? If we seldom pray we are unconsciously declaring that we are all of these things! We are almost replicating the attitude of unbelievers who declare proudly, “I don’t need a crutch!” Prayer is one way of expressing our total reliance upon God. 
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